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Technical hemp (Cannabis sativa) is recently in the forefront in the manufacture of lightweight composites, where 
hemp shives acts as a filler. Many research projects have been devoted to the study of enhancement of the adhesion at 
the fibres–matrix (polymer or mineral) interface, using of various methods for modification of the surface fibres and 
matrix or by use of interfacial additives. Incompability of interface between fibres and matrix, the tendency to form 
aggregates during processing and poor resistance to moisture can be eliminated by physical/chemical treatments of 
fibers and/or matrix or the use of coupling agents. The influence of chemically treated hemp shives (NaOH, Ca(OH)2 
and EDTA) on physical (density, thermal conductivity and water absorbability) properties and compressive strength 
of hardened fibrous composites based on MgO-cement as binder was investigated. The lightweight composites made 
with modified fibers confirm different physical and mechanical properties in dependence on the character of reagent 
used for chemical treatment of hemp shives.  
 
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection under responsibility of the Congress Scientific Committee 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years, bio-based composite materials have been the focus of academic and industrial research 
interest from the viewpoint of reducing impact on the natural environment [1]. The use of natural fibers as 
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reinforcement in composite materials is attracting more and more interest from a wide range of industries 
nowadays. Automotive, construction and packaging companies already use such materials in their 
products. For high performance composites bast fibers, extracted from the stems of plants such as jute, 
kenaf, flax, ramie and hemp, are widely accepted as the best candidates due to their very good mechanical 
properties [2-5]. Available literature provides the mechanical characterization of natural fibers, in terms 
of elastic properties and tensile strength [3, 6, 7]; in particular, attention has been focused on different 
fibers, e.g. flax [8], jute [9, 10], hemp [11,12], sisal [13]. The reviews [3, 7] report the main mechanical 
properties of various natural fibers. Hemp especially was shown to have very promising tensile properties 
for such applications.  
The use of natural fibres and in particular hemp (Cannabis Sativa L.) fibre bundles as reinforcing 
agents in composite materials offers many advantages, such as a low density and an enhanced 
biodegradability, over glass fibres [14–16].  
The technical hemp consists of elementary fibres glued together by an interphase consisting mainly of 
pectins and hemicelluloses, which are a mixture of different lower molecular weight branched 
polysaccharides. The inherent difficulty of using natural fibres is due to the fact that their chemical and 





Fig. 1.  Hemp fibre architecture [17] 
㻌
The basic unit consists of cellulose polymeric chains aligned and gathered in microfibrils. They are 
linked to each other by lignin, pectin and hemicellulose. The strength and stiffness of the fibres are 
provided mostly by hydrogen bonds between the different chemical components. Other characteristics 
like thermal stability, resistance to UV attack or biodegradation depend on the concentration of each 
component characterised by its individual properties. Hemicellulose is responsible for the biodegradation, 
moisture absorption and thermal degradation of the fibres [18]. Lignin and pectin are thermally stable but 
are responsible for the UV degradation of the fibres. However, the major disadvantage of cellulosic fibres 
is a high moisture sensitivity, which can cause the chemical degradation of the structure of fibres as well 
as dimensional variations of the fibres according to the percentage of moisture. This last effect has an 
impact on the quality of the mechanical interaction between hemp fibres and matrix. Thus, their 
incorporation in a polymer or mineral matrix implies the overcoming of interface incompatibilities by 
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means of fibres chemical pre-treatments [19]. For these disadvantageous properties of hemp, chemical 
modification fibres surface is necessary to improve the fiber/matrix interfacial bonding. Many studies are 
devoted the physical and chemical surface modification of the hemp fibres [20, 21]. It appears that 
chemical treatment of the fibres surface degrades the amorphous materials present in the fiber structure. 㻌
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㼍㼏㼠㼕㼢㼑㻌㼎㼕㼚㼐㼑㼞㻚㻌
2. Materials and methods 
2.1. Materials 
The final lenght of used technical hemp shive slices (Cannabis Sativa L.) coming from the Netherlands 
company Hempflax ranged between 4 mm and 0,063 mm. Chemical treatment of dried hemp shives 
carried out in three liquid medium of ethylenediaminetetracetic acid (EDTA), calcium hydroxide and 
sodium hydroxide (Table 1). 
Table 1. Chemicals used for modification of hemp shives surface 
Chemical Formula Producer Purity 
Ethylene-diamine-tetracetic acid C10H16O8N2 GAVAX s. r. o., Slovakia p.a. 
calcium hydroxide Ca(OH)2 ROTH, Germany ı96%, 
pulv. 
sodium hydroxide NaOH CHEMAPOL, Slovakia p.a. 
 
Hemp shives surface treatment was performed as follows procedures: 
– EDTA. Hemp shive slices were immerged during 3 h in a solution of EDTA (5 g/l). In order to 
ensure removal of excess EDTA, fibres were then washed with water. 
– Alkalization. Hemp shive slices were soaked in 1.6 M NaOH solution during 48 h and then 
neutralized with 1% vol. acetic acid. It was then washed with water until the pH value was 7. 
– Ca(OH)2. In order to saturate fibres with calcium ions, hemp shive slices were placed in a saturated 
lime solution ([Ca2+] = 2.10-2 M) for 48 h. Following the impregnation, hemp material was washed with 
water. 
Thus chemically treated hemp shives were used for composites preparing.  
MgO-cement as binder was used in our experiments. It consists of caustic magnesite obtained by low 
temperature decomposition of natural magnesite (CCM 85, SMZ a.s. Jelšava, Slovakia), silica sand 
(Šaštín, Slovakia) with the dominant component of SiO2 (95-98%) and sodium hydrogen carbonate (p.a). 
MgO has been milled in order to reduce its particle size. Dry milling was carried out in laboratory 
vibratory mill VM 4 for 5 minutes [22].  
2.2. Preparation of composites  
Experimental mixtures prepared according to the recipe published in work >23@ consisted of 40 vol. % 
of hemp shives (unmodified and chemically treated), 29 vol % of MgO-cement and 31 vol % of water. 
The mixtures were homogenised and the standard steel cube forms with dimensions 
100mmx100mmx100mm were used to preparation of bodies. In two days later the composites were taken 
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out of the forms and cured under laboratory conditions required by standard (STN EN 206-1,2004) during 
7 days. Designation of the mixtures  is given in Table 2. 
Table 2. Designation of the experimental mixtures  
Mixture Treatment of hemp shives  
1 Untreated - referential 
2 by NaOH 
3 by Ca(OH)2 
4 by EDTA 
 
2.3. Methods 
The bulk density, thermal conductivity coefficient, compressive strength and water absorbability were 
measured on hardened composites. Bulk density was determined in accordance with standard STN EN 
12390-7 [24]. The thermal conductivity coefficient of samples, as the main parameter of heat transport 
was measured by the commercial device ISOMET 104. The measurement is based on the analysis of the 
temperature response of the analyzed material to heat flow impulses. The heat flow is induced by 
electrical heating using a resistor heater having direct thermal contact with the surface of the sample. 
Compressive strength of all composites was determined using the instrument ADR ELE 2000. Water 
absorbability was specified in accordance with the standard STN EN 12087/A1 (727056) [25]. 
 
3.  Results and discussion 
As it was shown in >26@, a partial elimination of the amorphous components such as hemicelluloses, 
lignins and pectins from the surface of hemp fibre bundles by the chemical treatment was realized.  
During the laboratory study, physical and mechanical properties of composites based on chemically 
treated hemp shives were compared to referential composite with unmodified hemp shives. In Table 3, 
bulk density and compressive strength values of 7 days hardened composites are given. Change in 
thermal conductivity coefficient and water absorbability values composites with chemically modified 
hemp shives in comparison to referential composite are shown in Table 4. 







Sample  Bulk density (kg·m-3) Compressive strength (MPa) 
1 1420 ± 5 1,7 
2 1440 ± 5 1,07 
3 1290 ± 5 1,203 
4 1220 ± 5 1,057 
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Table 4. Thermal conductivity coefficient and water absorbability of composites based on chemically treated and untreated hemp 
shives after 7 days of hardening 




1 0,125 3,87 
2 0,077 7,78 
3 0,07 6,08 
4 0,065 11,32 
 
Measurements show that values of thermal conductivity coefficient for composites are in a range 0.125- 
0.065 W·m-1·K-1. In the paper [27], it was reported, that the thermal conductivity coefficients of 
hardened composites based on MgO-cement and unmodified hemp shives of another origin were 0.111-
0.23 W·m-1·K-1 and comparable to other building materials such as aerated autoclaved concrete (0.04-
0.17 W·m-1·K-1). The obtained values of absorbability of composites made with chemically treated 
hemp shives are higher than in the case of referential composite. According to the measurements, bulk 
density of composites was found to be in the range of 1220-1440 kg·m-3. As shown, only chemical 
treatment of hemp shives with NaOH leads to slightly higher density value of composite compared to 
composite based on unmodified hemp shives. In the case of composites with modified hemp shives, the 
highest value of compressive strength was recorded for composite made from hemp shives treated by 
Ca(OH)2. Decrease in compressive strength values for all samples with chemically treated hemp shives in 
comparison to referential composite was observed. This fact is contrary to previously published data on 
lime composites based chemically treated hemp fibres >23@. The obtained results are difficult to interpret. 
It is most likely that many factors could cause this phenomen. Various unfavourable factors acting when 
processing the hemp shives and mixture could be considered in clarifying of this fact, e.g. short time of 
hardening, content of crystalline cellulose, varying polymerization degrees of cellulose and degradation 
of hemp fibres surface, heterogeneity of hemp shive slices in comparison to fibres as well as used binder 
MgO-cement, mainly the action of alkaline components combination. According to [28], the amount of 
crystalline phase in cellulose is also affected by the extent of degradation: increased hydrolytic damage is 
accompanied by increased fraction of the crystalline phase.  
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comparison to referential composite was observed. This fact is contrary to previously published data on 
lime composites based chemically treated hemp fibres >23@. The obtained results are difficult to interpret. 
It is most likely that many factors could cause this phenomen. Various unfavourable factors acting when 
processing the hemp shives and mixture could be considered in clarifying of this fact, e.g. short time of 
hardening, content of crystalline cellulose, varying polymerization degrees of cellulose and degradation 
of hemp fibres surface, heterogeneity of hemp shive slices in comparison to fibres as well as used binder 
MgO-cement, mainly the action of alkaline components combination. According to [28], the amount of 
crystalline phase in cellulose is also affected by the extent of degradation: increased hydrolytic damage is 
accompanied by increased fraction of the crystalline phase.  
4. Conclusion 
In this paper, the application of chemically treated hemp shives for lightweight composites preparing 
was tested. Physical (bulk density, thermal conductivity and absorbability) properties and compressive 
strength of composites with chemically modified hemp shives were compared with referential composite 
based on unmodified hemp shives after 7 days of hardening. The lightweight composites made with 
modified fibers confirm different physical and mechanical properties in dependence on the character of 
reagent used for chemical treatment of hemp shives.  
Improvement of thermal conductivity was obtained but other measured parameters have been worse. 
Compressive strength of composites produced with modified hemp shives was decreasing. Hemp shives 
treatment by Ca(OH)2 led to highest value of compressive strength from group of composites made with 
chemically treated hemp shives.  
The results showed that composites based on chemically treated hemp shives with MgO-cement as 
conventional binder replacement behave during the short time of curing otherwise compared to lime 
composite. It can be expected that further testing on composites after longer time of hardening by using of 
various methods will bring more light to explanation of the influence of chemical modification of hemp 
shives on properties of composites.  
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